We study the joint impact of gender and marital status on financial decisions. First, we test the hypothesis that marriage represents -in a portfolio framework -a sort of safe asset, and that this effect is stronger for women. Controlling for a number of observable characteristics, we show that single women have a lower propensity to invest in risky assets than married females and males. Second, we show that the differential behavior of single women evolves over time, reflecting the increasing incidence of divorce and the expansion of female labor market participation. In particular, towards the end of our sample period, we observe a reduction in the gap between women with different family status, which can be attributed to the gradual erosion of the perception of marriage as a sort of safe asset. Our results therefore suggest that the differential behavior of single vs. married women is explained more accurately by the evolution of gender roles in society, rather than by exogenous and time invariant risk attitudes. Our empirical investigation is based on a dataset drawn from the 1989-2006 Bank of Italy Survey of Household Income and Wealth. JEL classification codes: G11, E21, J12, J21.
Introduction
The goal of this paper is to investigate the joint impact of gender and marital status on portfolio decisions, as well as its evolution. The relevance of gender and marital status has been established for a variety of related issues, ranging from wealth accumulation and savings behavior to political choices and preferences toward the size of government. Nevertheless, only a few studies consider marital status and gender jointly when analyzing their implications for portfolio decisions. In the present paper, we focus on these implications, and on how they are shaped by the transformation of family structure and gender roles in society.
In more detail, we test the hypothesis that marriage represents -in a broad portfolio framework -a sort of safe asset, and that this effect is stronger for women. Moreover, we test the hypothesis of marriage as a safe asset along a time dimension, taking into account the increased incidence of divorce, with the consequent breakdown of the traditional family, and the parallel expansion of female labor force participation, which has redefined the role of women in society.
The idea of marriage as a source of financial security, particularly for women, is based on the fact that women tend to have a more insecure societal role. Compare the asset position of a single woman with that of a married one. To simplify, focus on two component of wealths: financial assets and the present value of labor earnings. By getting married, a woman becomes entitled to at least a portion of the gender gap in labor earnings. When no risks are associated with the married status and with the size of the gender earnings gap, or when such risks are uncorrelated with the risks on financial returns, marriage can indeed be viewed as a sort of safe asset that decreases the overall variance of a married woman's asset position. As an implication, the propensity to invest in risky financial assets should be lower for a single woman.
However, it has to be reckoned that, in recent times, the perception of being married as a risk free status must have changed in the face of the observed evolution of family structure, with the progressive dissolution of the traditional family and the increasing diffusion of divorce. Likewise, the increasing participation of women to the labor market must have caused a parallel gradual reduction in the gender earnings gap. Therefore, both developments must have eroded women's view of marriage as a valuable and safe asset. As an implication, the marital status gap in the propensity to invest in risky assets should be on the decline.
On the basis of the above considerations, we test the hypothesis that the portfolio decisions of single women should reflect a lower propensity to invest in risky assets, if compared to married females and males. Moreover, we argue that the differential behavior of single women does not simply reflect a higher, exogenously-given, and invariant degree of risk aversion, but is largely driven by the evolution of gender and family roles in society. Consequently, the marital status differential in portfolio choices should not be time invariant, but should react to indicators such as the increased diffusion of divorce and the expanded participation of women into the labor market.
Our empirical analysis tests the above predictions on a dataset drawn from the 1989-2006 Bank of Italy Survey of Household Income and Wealth. Italy provides an ideal setting for our investigation. On the one hand, the last decade has witnessed significant developments, along both the gender and the marital status dimensions, in the financial behavior of Italian households: the number of females in charge of financial decisions has registered a substantial increase, while figures for marital status have displayed a parallel increase in single decision makers. On the other hand, the Italian society has experienced a particularly fast evolution, with a pronounced transformation of its family structure: while divorce became legal in Italy only in 1974, divorce figures have boosted in the last ten years. At the same time, the post-war period has witnessed an almost uninterrupted expansion of women's participation in the labor market, which has profoundly altered the role of women in the Italian society. As a consequence, our sample can fully capture the evolving role of gender and marital status for financial choices.
To test our hypotheses, we estimate a probit model for the decision to participate, i.e., for the probability of investing in risky assets. For this model, we first run a set of pooled regressions including standard explanatory variables such as household income and wealth, family size, number of children, and age and education of the household head. To these regressors, we add a set of dummies jointly capturing the household head gender and marital status, to gauge how the participation decision of single women differs from that of the other groups, i.e., married women, single men and married men. The reason we focus on single women is two-fold: first, the decisions of married individuals, of either gender, may be influenced by the spouse and, second, we expect women to be more directly affected than men by the evolution of family and society. Regression results show that the gender-marital status dummies all exert a positive impact, which indicates that single women are the least inclined to participate in risky investment. Married women come next, while married men score at the top. This holds true even controlling for time and for the divorce rate and the female lavor force participation rate at the regional level, where the latter two variables should capture the potential impact of background factors related to the structure of family and society. These preliminary results confirm, as from previous studies, that female and single investors are less inclined to take risk. However, they do not reveal a link between the specific behavior of single women, the structure of the Italian family and that of the Italian labor market. Therefore, to further investigate whether the impact of gender and marital status for portfolio decisions has evolved throughout the period under consideration in connection with the evolution of family and society, we reestimate the above regressions including a set of interactions between the time dummies and the married female dummy. Regression results show that indeed the differential behavior of married vs. single women has significantly evolved over time, displaying an inverted-U shape: the difference tends to be lower at the beginning of the sample, peaks during the intermediate years, and declines afterwards. We argue that these trends, rather than by exogenous variations in risk attitudes, are largely driven by the evolution of gender roles in society. In other words, the increased diffusion of divorce on the one hand, and the expanded participation of women into the labor market on the other, are among the determinants of the facts we document. We base our claim on the following further evidence: when, in the augmented regressions including time interactions, we also control for the divorce rate and the female labor force participation rate, the significance of the time interactions vanishes, suggesting that the evolution of family and society can explain a significant portion of the differential behavior of single women.
In particular, the increase in labor participation is likely to have acted, at the initial stage, in the direction of widening the participation of married women to financial decision making. It is the lagged, cumulative impact of this force that presumably can explain why, at some point at the beginning of the 1990s, the difference between married and single women starts to emerge: before that time, the vast majority of female financial decision makers were in fact single. As women, and particularly married women, had by that time entered the labor market, economic independence began to translate into financial independence. Later on, after the 1998-2000 peak is reached, another, new and opposing force comes into the picture. Gradually, the previous decade had in fact shaken the foundations of the Italian family, with an increase in the number of divorces which must have gradually eroded the perception of marriage as a safe asset, thus reducing the differential risk behavior of women with different family status.
The evolving role of society and family structure for financial decisions which emerges from our pooled regressions is confirmed by a set of repeated cross sections, one for each wave. The repeated cross section analysis allows, for the most recent waves of 2004 and 2006, further investigation regarding the role of risk aversion. In principle, it could be the case that exogenous differences in risk aversion can fully explain the gender and marital status gap in making financial decisions. However, cross section regressions which include a measure of risk aversion confirm the explanatory power of our gender-status dummies. Further robustness checks include variants of the pooled regressions involving the Guiso and Jappelli (2002) alternative definition of risky assets, wealth quantiles, a finer classification of marital status, an employed household heads subsample, and a dummy controlling for the employment status of the household head.
The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 introduces the related literature. Section 3 presents background information on the evolution of marriage, divorce and female labor force participation in Italy. Section 4 describes our dataset. Section 5 presents our empirical findings and Section 6 tests robustness. Section 7 concludes and suggests directions for future research. The Data Appendix collects information about the data we employed. The tables discussed in Section 6 are relegated to the Robustness Appendix.
Related literature
Our results can be related to three separate streams of the literature. First, within the financial literature, the link between gender, risk aversion and a variety of economic decisions has been assessed in various contexts. Examples are Hinz et al. (1997) , Schubert et al. (1999) , Croson and Gneezy (2004) , Dohmen et al. (2005) , Fellner and Maciejovsky (2007) , and Lusardi and Mitchell (2008) . This mainly empirical research generally reveals for women a higher degree of risk aversion and a lower propensity to undertake risky projects. Besides, a parallel strand has focused on the impact of marital status on financial choices (see, among others, Waite and Gallagher, 2000 and Lupton and Smith, 2003) . Nevertheless, only a few studies consider marital status and gender jointly when analysing their implications on financial decisions. Noteworthy exceptions are the following. Sundén and Surette (1998) point to the interaction between gender and marital status in determining the allocation of assets in retirement savings plans, with single women exhibiting a more cautious attitude. Jianakoplos and Bernasek (1998) find that single women exhibit relatively more risk aversion in financial decision making than single men. Barber and Odean (2001) report that the differences in portfolio turnover and net return performance are larger between the accounts of single men and single women than between the accounts of married men and married women. Schmidt and Sevak (2006) document large differences in American households' wealth accumulation by gender and marital status. Zissimopoulos et al. (2008) show that the large differences in wealth accumulation between single and married women cannot be explained by observable characteristics. While the above studies focus on the United States, for the Italian case Guiso and Jappelli (2002) gauge the relevance of gender and marital status, as separate dimensions, for portfolio decisions, while for Denmark Christiansen et al. (2006) show that single females have a lower propensity to invest in risky assets.
Second, the macroeconomic literature has studied the importance of the process that determines changes in marital status for macroeconomic aggregates. For the U.S. experience of the past twentyfive years, Cubeddu and Rios-Rull (2003) study the quantitative importance of the process that determines changes in family composition for consumption and savings decisions and find that marital events affect men and women differently. Over this period the share of single households has grown dramatically, introducing marital risk among the determinants of saving. Rendall (2007) endogenizes the rise in divorce rates and the fall in marriage rates, by assuming that these demographic changes are driven by the shrinking gender wage gap and the relaxation of divorce laws. Love (2007) studies the impact of changes in marital status on household savings and portfolio decisions and shows that divorce affects men and women differently, with men reallocating toward stocks and women shifting their portfolios toward safer assets.
Third, a political-economic literature has studied the discrepancy between men's and women's preferences for political parties and government programs, again focusing on the role of societal modernization and the associated increase in marital instability: the diffusion of divorce and the decline in marriage have been found responsible for the observed changes in the political gender gap and the size of government, by shifting women's choices toward more leftist political parties and a higher level of welfare expenditures. Edlund and Pande (2002) trace the evolution of the political gender gap during the last three decades in the United States to the decline in marriage and show a strong correlation between state divorce prevalence and the political gender gap, with higher divorce prevalence reducing support for the Democrats among men but not women.
1 In their analysis of government size in United States during the 1870-1940 period, Lott and Kenny (1999) show that women suffrage has a positive effect on government size and conjecture that the gender gap can be attributed to women's financial insecurity and societal role, so that government size is in turn affected by family breakdown and increasing divorce rates.
3. Background 3.1. Marriage, divorce and female labor supply in Italy
The decline of marriage and the increasing diffusion of divorce represent a common tendency among industrialized countries. Within this broader picture, the Italian society has experienced a particularly fast evolution, with a pronounced transformation of its family structure. The standard reference for the history of divorce is Phillips (1988) , who studies the way divorce laws have been transformed since the nineteenth century. Up to the 1960s, divorce was not even legal and Italy was still exhibiting a traditional family structure, if compared to other Western countries. The introduction of divorce legislation in 1970 was followed by a failed attempt to abolish it, with the support of the Roman Catholic church. In 1974 opponents of divorce called a referendum to outlaw it, but they did not achieve their goal. The original form of the legislation was very conservative, and allowed couples to obtain a divorce only five years after their legal separation. Still, this legal innovation confirmed an emerging trend toward societal modernization and an ongoing evolution of traditional gender roles. During the first few years after its introduction, divorce figures reflected the existing backlog, and decreased immediately afterwards, as reflected in Chart 1. The beginning of the 1980s marked a moderate increase of the crude divorce rate. In 1987 the legislation went through an important reform which reduced the waiting period to three years, thus provoking a sudden jump of the divorce rate. However, this increase was subsequently absorbed with a temporary decline, even though the divorce rate never returns to its pre-reform level. In fact, since 1995, a quick increase has occurred. Chart 2 reports the number of marriages, divorces and separation during our sample period, i.e., between 1989 and 2006, and shows that divorces and separations have increased by 46.7% and 93.1%, respectively, while marriages have recorded an opposite trend (-23%). As a result, over our sample, separated/divorced households have more than doubled. Even discounting the impact of the 1987 reform, the data clearly show a structural break, which can be dated at around the beginning of the 1990s and marks the end of the Italian traditionally stable family structure. These trends document a significant increase in marital instability, with a consequent increase in the risks of marriage breakdown. The role of women in society is directly influenced by women's position in the labor market. As illustrated in Chart 1, the Italian female employment rate is 0.28 in 1950. This is a bit higher than in the other Mediterranean countries, and below the US, the UK and France (see, e.g., Fernandez and Fogli, 2007 , for an international comparison of female labor force participation rates). During the next decades, however, the Italian figures witness a steady increase, with the female employment rate reaching 0.47 in 2006. With reference to our sample period, however, we actually observe a decline in the early 1990s, which can be linked to the 1992 recession.
To sum up, Italy combines, on the one hand, the legacy of a very traditional view of gender roles within the family and, on the other, a very fast evolution away from this legacy. This suggests that marriage may indeed has worked, at least at the beginning of the sample, as a safe asset, but also that this role might have become less pronounced over time as marriage becomes riskier. Moreover, the post-war period witnesses an almost uninterrupted expansion of women's role in the labor market. These developments may well be interconnected with the evolution of family structure previously outlined. Indeed Chart 1 shows a positive correlation between divorce and female employment, a pattern which is common to most developed countries. In the 1989-2006 period covered by our investigation, household portfolios have witnessed a significant evolution in Italy, as described by Guiso and Jappelli (2002) and Brunetti and Torricelli (2007) . Participation in the equity market has increased sharply, with a parallel decline of transaction accounts and government bonds. These trends can be explained by a number of factors, including the evolution of the yield differential between stock and bonds, the development of mutual funds, subsequent waves of privatization, reforms of the social security system, the lifting of capital controls in 1989, and the pre-2000 stock market boom. More specifically, the last decade has also experienced significant developments along the gender and the marital status dimensions: women as financial decision makers have registered a substantial increase, while figures for marital status display a parallel increase of the number of single decision makers. The data clearly show that during the period under consideration the structure of the average Italian family has sensibly changed. Along the marital status dimension, figures display a decline of the proportion of married individuals that take financial decisions and a parallel increase in singles, i.e., never married, separated/divorced and widowed (from 25% in 1989 to 37% in 2006) . As for gender, women who are household financial head register a substantial increase (from 18% in 1989 to 37% in 2006) . In more detail, in 1989 married males represent 74% of the household heads, single males 8%, married women 1%, and single women 17%. By 2006, the share of married males has declined to 51%, the share of single males has increased to 12%, the share of married females has reached 12%, with a spectacular jump especially around 2000, and the share of single females has reached 25%. Therefore, by the end of the sample, we observe a dramatic change in the composition of household financial heads along the gender and status dimension.
Turning to the financial decisions of the household financial head that enter our sample, a comparison of the rate of participation in risky financial assets in 1989 and 2006 is illustrated in Chart 5. Overall, participation has sensibly increased between 1989 and 2006. It peaks between 2000 and 2002, reflecting the stock market boom and it subsequent crash. Moreover, the chart reveals a considerable gender and marital status gap in participation. Males generally participate more than females, both in 1989 and 2006, independently of their marital status. Likewise, independently of gender, married individuals participate more than non married in all waves except 1989. For males, the gap between married and single is moderate in the initial waves and intensifies in recent ones with the increase in participation. For females, the difference between married and single is marked from the beginning of the sample, and tends to decline in the last two waves. To sum up, the stylized facts we document confirm the relevance of both gender and marital status for portfolio choices, and that these factors have had an evolving impact during the period under consideration. In other words, the transformation of the family structure, driven by the increase in divorce and the decline in marriage, and the increasing participation of women into the labor market, manifest themselves through their consequences for risk taking and hence for financial decisions.
Additional information can be drawn from the composition of the average financial portfolio. A comparison between 1989 and 2006, illustrated in Chart 6, shows a general increase in the proportion of risky assets, which is explained by several factors including the reduced profitability of government bonds, the development of mutual funds and the lifting of capital controls. Chart 6 also confirms that gender and family status both matter. In 1989 the average financial portfolio of females has a definitely safer profile than that of males, with almost 90% in totally safe assets and a negligible amount is in risky assets. Married individuals tend to hold riskier portfolios, within the general tendency to increased diversification over our sample period. When we combine the gender and marital status dimensions, we find that, both in 1989 and in 2006, single women show the highest proportion in safe assets and the lowest in risky assets. Again, these data do suggest that marriage may work as a safe asset, particularly for women. 3 , which specifically provides over that period nine waves (1989, 1991, 1993, 1995, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006) and from Istat (the Italian National Institute of Statistics). The Bank of Italy Survey provides plenty of demographic information on each household 4 and in this paper we have used the following: number of household components, number of children, as well as age, level of education, gender and marital status of the head of the household. 5 As for education, the survey provides a categorical variable assuming values between 1 and 6, whereby 1 is no education title and 6 is post-graduate title. As far as marital status is concerned, the survey distinguishes among married, never married, separated/divorced, and widowed. Since in what follows we are specifically interested in the implicit value of the asset marriage, we distinguish between married and non married heads of household, where the latter group includes those households whose head is never married, separated, divorced, or widowed.
Beside these demographic information, the SHIW also provides economic information about the households, including the income, the net wealth (real and financial assets net of financial liabilities) as well as the amounts (expressed in Italian lira until 2000 and in Euro thereafter) invested in a variety of financial assets. Given the focus of this paper on risky assets as opposed to non-risky ones, we have first grouped financial assets into different classes according to their risk profiles. 6 Our risk classification is based on the joint consideration of credit risk and market risk. As for the former, we distinguish two different levels. Specifically, the "Lower" level is assigned to financial assets issued by both the domestic sovereign (i.e., the Italian government) and by banks, securities firms and cooperatives. The "Higher" level is associated to all the assets issued by the remaining agents, basically corporations. Foreign activities are treated separately as the amounts provided by the HA-SHIW are not distinguished by resident and non-residents issuers, so that a more precise credit-risk classification for these assets is not possible. As far as market risk is concerned, three main forms are considered, i.e.: exchange-rate risk, concerning the foreign activities only, interest-rate risk, associated with all bonds securities and price risk, associated to stocks and shareholdings. In addition, a fourth market-risk category, referred to as "mixed", is created for those kinds of investments where bonds (interest-rate risk) and stocks (price risk) are mixed together (see Table 1 ). Six main financial-asset groups beside cash are thus identified 7 :
1. Deposits: lower credit risk and no market risk 2.
Goverment Bonds: lower credit risk and interest-rate risk 3.
Corporate Bonds: higher credit risk and interest-rate risk 4.
Managed Investments: lower credit risk and mixed market-risk 5.
Stocks: higher credit risk and price-risk 6.
Foreign Assets: exchange-rate risk
In order to single out risky assets, we make a further aggregation in three risk-categories (as highlighted in Table 1 ): "clearly safe", "fairly safe" and "risky", with two main differences with respect to the Guiso and Jappelli (2002) risk classification. First, we move long-term government bonds from the risky to the fairly safe category. As argued by Guiso and Jappelli (2002) , "the large and increasing government debt leads investors to attach a non-zero probability of default even on short-term government bonds. But this has changed after the dramatic fiscal stabilization started in 1996". Based on this reduced risk-profile, the shift from risky to fairly safe assets appears reasonable. Second, while Guiso and Jappelli (2002) place life-insurances into the fairly safe income ("income" definition); and (iii) the reference point to establish the relationships among all members of the household ("Eurostat" definition). Here, the first definition is preferred. Nevertheless, the three definitions exibit a high degree of overlapping: the "declared" corresponds to the "income" ("Eurostat") head of the household in 80% (96%) of the cases. 6 Since we focus on financial portfolios, we do not consider investment decisions in housing. However, housing enters our definition of wealth. 7 The asset classification we present is sufficient to the scope of the present analysis, although from a financial viewpoint it is not precise and neglects some sources of risk (e.g., liquidity). A more rigorous classification would not be anyhow possible because of lack of information. As an example, the risk profiles of government bonds may be high or low depending, among other things, on their time-to-maturity. The survey however does not provide any information about the duration of these instruments, so that all government bonds have to be placed in the same risk-class. Nevertheless, this simplification seems consistent with the perceptions of the majority of households, which typically associate a comparable level of risk to all government bonds.
category and gather all the remaining managed investments in the risky one, here all forms of managed investments are classified as fairly safe. The choice of Guiso and Jappelli (2002) stemmed from the observation that "until 1995 […] most funds where in stocks". However, they admit that "the availability of a large number of money market and balanced funds in the late '90s tends to blur our definition". Hence, also considering the high diversification that typically characterises managed investments, we classify them as fairly safe. Since this paper focuses on the household decision to make a risky investment, we believe it is very important not to define the class "Risky" so as it contains only assets that are surely so. The presence into this class of assets which might not have a definitely risky feature would blur the participation decision and essentially overestimate it. Besides, the most recent waves of the SHIW, 2004 and 2006, provide information on household heads' risk aversion, based on a subjective question in which the respondent is asked to indicate the characteristics of the preferred financial investments among the following: 1 = high risk of losing part or all the capital, high returns; 2 = reasonable risk losing part of the capital, good returns; 3 = low risk of losing part of the capital, reasonable returns; 4 = no risk for the capital, low returns. This question, which allows to rank individuals with respect to their risk aversion without having to assume a particular functional form for the utility function, is asked only to people with financial assets other than bank or postal current account (that is, about 35,05% of the sample) in 2004 and to all household financial heads in 2006. Some of the variables we use in our analysis are not provided by the HA-SHIW and hence are calculated based on data provided by Istat 8 : this is the case for the crude divorce rate, the crude separation rate, the female labor force participation (FLFP) rate and the female employment rate, all computed at the regional level. The crude divorce (separation) rate is the number of divorces (separations) in each region every 1000 region residents. The female labor force participation rate is obtained as the sum of women occupied and those actively looking for an occupation divided by the total female working-age population resident in the region, while the female employment rate is obtained as the ratio between the women occupied over the total female working-age (15-64) population in the region of residence. Table 2 provides the summary statistics for the variables included into the dataset, both on the whole pooled sample and in each single wave considered. 
Results
To test our hypotheses, we estimate a probit model for the decision to partecipate, i.e., for the probability of investing in risky assets. For this model, we run a set of pooled regressions with robust standard errors clustered at the regional level. In order to provide a baseline against which we can compare subsequent findings, the first specification we select is given by: ( 1) where hkt P is a binary variable with value 1 if household h in region k at time t holds any risky assets, 0 otherwise. The vector hkt X includes standard explanatory variables, i.e., household income and wealth (linear and quadratic terms), household characteristics (family size and number of children), and variables related to the household head (age, age square and education). The dummy variables MM, MF and SM jointly capture the household financial head gender and marital status and stand, respectively, for married males, married females and single males. In particular, MM is a dummy taking value 1 if for household h the household financial head is a married male and 0 otherwise. The dummies MF and SM are analogously defined for married females and single males. This set of dummies is meant to gauge how gender and marital status jointly affect the participation decision, highlighting how the participation decision of single women differs from that of the other groups, i.e., married women, single men and married men. Each regression also includes a set of year dummies t τ , one for each subsequent available wave, except 1989 which is our reference point. The variable kt D is the divorce rate in region k at time t, while kt A is the female labor force participation rate in region k at time t . Finally, hkt ε is the error term. Table 3 reports the results obtained using the pooled sample including 71.652 observations. In the most parsimonious specification presented in column 1, the propensity to invest in risky assets appears to increase with age, income, wealth, and education, with highly significant marginal effects for all regressors. Therefore, the impact of the standard determinants of participation is confirmed. The regression results also indicate that large households are less likely to invest in risky financial assets, while the number of children has a positive impact, possibly because this characteristic induces a longer time horizon and thus investment choices that are riskier and more rewarding over the long run. The time dummies indicate that the probability of choosing risky investments tends to increase over time, consistently with the observed evolution of capital markets in the sample period. In particular, across the different specifications, the time dummies display a significantly positive impact between 1998 and 2002, i.e., the years that witnessed a sharp increase of participation in the equity market. Turning to the gender-marital status dummies, they all display positive marginal effects, which indicate that single women are the least inclined to participate in risky investment. Married women come next, while married men score at the top. In columns 2, 3, and 4, we add to the regression the divorce rate and the female labor force participation rate in the region of residence, first individually and then jointly, in order to capture the potential impact of background factors related to the structure of family and society: the effect of both regressors is significantly positive, but their inclusion does not alter the conclusions we reached for the impact of gender and marital status. In particular, the effect of MF is substantially unaltered. The positive impact of these regressors could be explained by their high correlation with the local level of income and financial development. More broadly, however, it also signals the fact that a society where family structure is less conservative and women are more emancipated tends to display a more optimistic attitude and thus a higher risk tolerance. In sum, these preliminary results confirm, as from previous studies, that female and single investors are less inclined to take risks. Moreover, they suggest that the structure of the Italian family and that of the Italian labor market do have an impact on financial participation decisions. However, there is no evidence, as of yet, that the impact of the latter factors falls more heavily on women rather than men, or single rather than married individuals. It follows that the explanation of the differential behavior of men vs. women, and married vs. single individuals, and their evolution over time, must be left to other factors. Risk attitudes have been suggested as a potential, exogenous determinant of such patterns.
To further investigate whether the role of gender and marital status for portfolio decisions has evolved throughout the period under consideration, in connection with the evolution of family and society, we reestimate the above regressions including a set of interactions. Our final set of regressions are of the following form: (2) where the interactions between the time and the MF dummies aim at capturing how the behavior of married women has evolved with time, relative to the behavior of single women. Results are reported in Table 4 . In column 1 we add the interactions involving time and MF to the basic specification of Table 3 , column 1. The significance of the standard determinants of participation is confirmed. However, the new regressors reveal that the differential behavior of married women has significantly evolved over time. In particular, while the interactions involving the years 1998 and 2000 are insignificant, the years immediately before and after are significantly negative, with the absolute value of each marginal effect increasing with the distance from the intermediate years. At the same time, the impact of MF almost doubles, while the other gender-status marginal effects are substantially unaltered. We interpret these results as follows. Consider first the intermediate years 1998 and 2000: since the interaction terms in these two cases are not significant, it follows that for 1998 and 2000 the marginal effect of MF fully captures the difference between married and single women. In other words, this evidence suggests that the difference between the decision of married and single women peaks in the central years of our sample. On the other hand, at the beginning of the sample, i.e., in 1995 and 1993, the interactions display negative marginal effects, which increase in absolute size and significance with the distance from the intermediate years. We can therefore conclude that, at the beginning of our sample, the difference between the decision of single and married women is small, then it tends to increase in 1993 and 1995, until it reaches its peak in 1998 and 2000. Next, from 2002, the absolute value of the negative marginal effect of the interaction increases monotonically until 2006: this means that the difference between married and single women starts to decline. To sum up, the difference between married and single women displays an inverted-U shape: it tends to be lower at the beginning of the sample, peaks during the intermediate years, and declines afterwards. But what is the explanation for this trend? Is it simply related to exogenous variations in risk attitudes? Or else by the evolution of gender roles in family and society? We believe that the latter explanation can account for at least a portion of the observed trend and we base our claim on the following further evidence. In particular, we argue that the the increased diffusion of divorce on the one hand, and the increased participation of women into the labor market on the other, can be the causes behind it. Therefore, in columns 2, 3, and 4, we add to our regressions the divorce rate and the female labor market participation rate, first individually and then jointly. Strikingly, the significance of the interactions involving time almost vanishes, with the only exception of the year 1993. At the same time the impact of all the other regressors is confirmed, even though the marginal effect of MF is slightly lower and less significant, thus pointing to a reduced difference between the behavior of married and single women. 10 This suggests that indeed the evolution of family and society, through its negative impact on the perception of marriage as a safe asset, explains a significant portion of the differential behavior of single and married women. In particular, the increase in labor participation is likely to have acted, at the initial stage, in the direction of widening the participation of married women to financial decision making. It is the lagged, cumulative impact of this force that presumably can explain why, at some point at the beginning of the 1990s, the difference between married and single women starts to emerge: before that time, the vast majority of female who were household financial heads were in fact single. As women, and particularly married women, had by that time entered the labor market, economic independence began to translate into financial independence. Later on, after the 1998-2000 peak is reached, another, new and opposing force comes into the picture. Gradually, the previous decade had in fact shaken the foundations of the Italian family, with an increase in the number of divorces which must have gradually eroded the perception of marriage as a safe asset, thus reducing the differential risk behavior of women with different marital status.
To sum up, our results show that the financial participation decision of single women, relatively to other groups, far from being time invariant, evolves over time. Moreover, we identify factors that can explain its evolution. These factors are the evolution of the structure of family and society as reflected by decline of marriage as a valuable safe asset.
The evolving role of family and society for financial decisions can further be confirmed through a set of repeated cross sections, one for each wave. These set of regressions is summarized in Table 5 . The impact of household characteristics is confirmed, and so are the positive coefficients of MM and SM, while MF displays an unambiguously positive and significant coefficient only in 1998-2002. The coefficients of the divorce rate and the female labor force participation rate retain their positive signs in most of the waves even though, especially for the former, the estimates are less precise than in the pooled case.
The repeated cross section analysis allows, for the most recent waves of 2004 and 2006, further investigation regarding the role of a household head's risk aversion. To evaluate the impact of risk aversion is important, since it could be the case that exogenous differences in risk aversion can fully explain the gender and marital status gap in making financial decisions. Therefore, for 2004 and 2006, we rerun our cross section regressions adding the SHIW risk aversion measure. In both years, a higher risk aversion has a highly significant negative impact on the probability of holding risk assets. Moreover, in 2004 controlling for risk aversion lowers the significance of some standard characteristics such as age squared, income and income squared, and education. These differences, however, nearly disappear in 2006. These findings confirm that controlling for risk aversion allows a better understanding of the determinants of participation. However, turning to the gender-status dummies, we find that their impact is substantially retained: the marginal effect of MM remains highly significant, while its size As an alternative to the female labor force participation rate, we run our regressions including the female employment rate. We also run regressions where the separation rate replaces the divorce rate. All our previous results hold under both alternative specifications. .017) (0.138) (0.000) (0.000) (0.022) (0.120) (0.007) (0.228) (0.156) (0.258) .018) (0.345) (0.001) (0.015) (0.467) (0.876) (0.160) (0.527) (0.206) (0.915) -likelihood -1032.6 -1142.9 -1422.1 -1386.6 -2040.5 -2614.4 -2335.0 -2330.2 -1542.3 -2178.7 -2117.6 Notes: Marginal effects of probit estimates with robust standard errors clustered at the regional level. * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%.
Robustness
In this section we summarize results from a number of alternatives to our benchmark regressions, to investigate their robustness. All tables are relegated to the Robustness Appendix. Overall, the results presented below provide additional insights but do not alter our general conclusions. a) An alternative definition of risky assets Guiso and Jappelli (2002) first investigate the determinants of the participation decision over SHIW data for the 1989-1995 period. However, as discussed in the Data Section, they employ a different definition of risky assets, including a larger set of financial instruments. We rerun our regressions under the Guiso and Jappelli's (2002) definition for the dependent variable. Results without and with time interactions are presented in Table A .1. While our findings concerning standard determinants and the divorce and activity rates are confirmed, MF remains significant only in the basic regressions without time interactions. Both the dummy and its interactions with time lose significance when entered together. Notice, however, that Guiso and Jappelli (2002) limit their investigation to the 1989-1995 period, and do acknowledge themselves that the meaning of their asset classification is likely to have changed in most recent years.
b) Wealth quantile regressions
To investigate how our results vary across wealth quantiles, we run quantile regressions for five different classes, namely one for each quartile (I, II, III, and IV quartiles) as well as for the top 5% (see Table A .2).
11 We find that MM is always highly significant, while SM is not significant for the extreme classes. Similarly, without time interactions MF is significant only for the middle quantiles, while for all classes except the second there is evidence of time variability. However, the significance of the time interactions is not affected by the inclusion of the divorce rate and the female labor force participation rate. Interestingly, the divorce rate is not significantly affecting the decision of households belonging to the two lowest classes. c) Family structure While our previous results are based on a distinction between married and single houselhold heads, it is possible to investigate the effect of a finer definition of marital status. To this end, we separate singles among separated/divorced, widowed, and never married, by introducing an appropriate set of redefined dummy variables. In Table A .3 we show that, in a specifications including time interactions, widowed and separated/divorced women tend to behave like never married ones, while married women retain a higher propensity to participate if compared with never married ones, even if the precision of the estimates declines. Interestingly, however, separated/divorced men tend to behave more like married men than never married. Similar results emerge in a specification without time interactions, which we omit for brevity. Moreover, the time variability of the MF dummy is absent and unaffected by the inclusion of divorce and female labor force participation. This suggests that, for women, a distinction among the causes of non marriage does not make a difference for their financial choices: all unmarried women appear to behave similarly, independently of the circumstances that led them to this status.
d) Divorce vs. work
While our analysis has so far highlighted the role of two factors -the divorce rate and the female labor force participation rate -in shaping the investment behavior of female household heads, it should be noticed that the rise in female labor force participation has sometimes been mentioned in the literature as an alternative explanation for the evolution of women's decisions, if compared with the rise of divorce. For example, Edlund and Pande (2002) test the hypothesis that womes' mobilization into the labor force may obscure the effect of divorce on the political gender gap, but find that the effect of divorce remains robust to the inclusion of labor force participation variables. Our results from Tables 3 and 4 show that these two variables are equally relevant in our regressions. In the attempt to disentangle their impact, we take a first step by running our set of regressions over a subsample of employed household heads (see Table A .4, where we presents a specification with time interactions, since results without interactions are very similar). The marginal effect of age, for this subsample, becomes larger, while no relevant difference emerges for the other standard determinants of the investment decision. The marginal effects of MM and SM are now larger, while there is no significant difference between the behavior of married and single females. Likewise, there is no significant evidence of an evolution of such difference. These results suggest that, as long as a woman is employed, her perception of the risk associated with the rise of divorce tends to fade away. Following the lead of Edlund and Pande (2002) , we also run an alternative set of regressions, over the full sample, where we introduce as an additional control a dummy that captures the fact that the houselhold head is employed (see Table A .5, again for a specification with time interactions). The marginal effect of the dummy is negative, which can be explained by the fact that bearing undiversifiable labor risks can riduce the propensity to partecipate in risky financial assets. Once we control for this factor, however, the marginal effect of MF remains highly significant, even if its size is somewhat smaller. If compared to our main regressions in Table 4 , what is lost is the time variability of MF, since most of the time interactions are insignificant. These results are confirmed even taking into account an interaction between MF and the employment dummy, and are in line with those obtained over the subsample of employed household heads. To sum up, we can conclude that both divorce and female employment are important in determining the evolution of women's portfolios.
Conclusion
Based on a dataset drawn from the 1989-2006 Bank of Italy Survey of Household Income and Wealth, we have studied to joint impact of gender and marital status on financial decisions, its time evolution, and the determinants of this evolution. Controlling for a number of observable characteristics, we have shown that single women have a lower propensity to invest in risky assets than married females and males. These findings confirms our hypothesis that marriage may work as a sort of safe asset when women make portfolio decisions. Moreover, we have presented empirical evidence showing that the differential behavior of single women has evolved over time, and that this evolution, rather than being determined by exogenous variations in risk attitudes, can be related to the increased incidence of divorce and the expansion of female labor market participation. Our results therefore suggest that women's perception of marriage as a safe asset, as reflected by their portfolio choices, has been shaped by the transformation of the structure of family and society.
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